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men of the Jin de siecle and of the beginning of this were the
unconscious helpmeets of the Panzer divisions.
The Third Republic had produced great things. The standard of
living, with the exception of plumbing, was very high. There was
education and there was the Empire which definitely was built by
the Republic. The Empire was a great achievement. When France
fell the Empire remained loyal. There's no parallel in history; and if
any colony deserted Vichy, it was to go over to another Frenchman.
The Republic produced its own type of statesmen. Politics for
polities' sake, the welfare of the country for the country's sake, were
not what the grocer wanted; he brought his spirit into public life
and corruption was immense. It is unnecessary to point to the
Stavisky affair or to the Mme Hanaud business: in both, every
politician of a little self-respect was involved. The part}' and
politics racket came into the lives of most Frenchmen. If you were
an artist or an author you courted a politician, and when he was in
office (sooner or later, every one of them wras in office) a little
sinecure was given you. The industrialist got his contract for
money, the barkeeper gave bribes to get his licence, and so along
the whole line.
I lived once in a little village. The municipal elections brought
in a certain mayor who had been twice to jail for stealing. I asked
a villager why they voted for him. The answer was that his opponent
was worse. The very nature of political life made it well-nigh
impossible for an honest man to cope with it. Hence it \vas
practically the monopoly of men like Laval and Flandin. Laval's
career in itself is the proof of the pudding called the Third Republic.
And because it was money and nothing but money for those whose
mission was to watch over France's destiny, the woollen stocking
was satisfied and so was everybody who could get near to the big
racket. It was a liberal racket: everybody could do his little stunt
in it. The soul of the nation didn't shriek; it was muffled by the
woollen stocking.
I am far from being an expert on the French constitution, but I
know and have seen that democracy from a political point of view
gave the average Frenchman only the right to choose among the
grafters. Owing to the great power of the administration the nation
had very little say in anything else. Beginning from the prefect,
through the all-powerful jugcs d* instruction, and down to the gardes
mobiles and gendarmes, the government exercised complete and
arbitrary power while it lasted. It usually didn't last long. Hence
the dictatorial system of France couldn't show itself in its true light;
but on the other hand it had the disadvantage that the circus in